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KENNETH PAUL TAN

Singapore in 2011

A “New Normal” in Politics?

ABSTRACT

In 2011, Singaporeans voted in parliamentary and presidential elections. The social 
networking media, dominated by alternative reporting and commentary, played a 
significant role in generating political interest and mobilizing oppositional thinking 
and support. Faced with a stronger oppositional presence and a politically embold-
ened electorate, the People’s Action Party government won the elections but achieved 
its worst results ever.

KEYWORDS: general elections, presidential elections, social networking media, 
political salaries, People’s Action Party

A YEAR OF ELECTIONS

Politics in Singapore: Center Stage in 2011

In general elections held on May 7, 2011 (hereafter, GE2011), the incumbent 
People’s Action Party (PAP) garnered only 60.14% of the total votes, winning 
81 out of 87 seats. This was its worst performance since Singapore gained 
independence in 1965. Up until 1981, the PAP had in fact won every seat in 
the Westminster-style Parliament. In 2011, a five-member team fielded by 
the Workers’ Party (WP) in Aljunied Group Representation Constituency 
(GRC) beat the PAP team by a comfortable margin of almost 10%. This was 
the first GRC that the PAP had lost since these team-contested multi-seat 
GRCs were introduced in the 1988 general elections. They replaced a majority 
of single-member constituencies in a move that critics viewed as disadvanta-
geous to small opposition parties. The PAP’s losing team in Aljunied included 
two high-profile senior politicians: Foreign Affairs Minister George Yeo and 
the first and thus far only female cabinet minister, Minister in the Prime 
Minister’s Office Lim Hwee Hua.

Kenneth Paul Tan is Associate Professor at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, National 
University of Singapore.
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In March 2011, the government had passed amendments ostensibly 
aimed at making parliamentary elections fairer for all political parties 
while maintaining a system that could still result in strong government. 
These included a reduction in the number and size of GRCs and an increase 
in the number of non-constituency members of Parliament (NCMPs) from 
three to nine. Introduced in 1984 to guarantee a minimum number of 
opposition MPs, NCMPs have been appointed from among the unsuccessful 
opposition candidates who won the highest number of votes in a general 
election. Critics have pointed out that such a move creates an incentive for 
voters to choose PAP candidates to represent their constituency even if they 
wanted more opposition MPs in Parliament, since there is already an auto-
matic provision for ensuring a minimum number. However, as the critics 
have also pointed out, these NCMPs have limited voting powers that do not 
extend to constitutional amendments, supply or supplementary bills, money 
bills, or motions of no confidence. 

The presidential elections (PE2011) were held on August 27, just three 
months after GE2011. Although this was the fourth presidential election to 
be held in Singapore, it was only the second time that such an election was 
actually contested. Introduced in 1991, the elected president has blocking 
powers in five areas: the use of past budgetary reserves, the appointment of 
key public service positions, the approval of investigations conducted by the 
Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB), detentions under the Internal 
Security Act, and restraints under the Maintenance of Religious Harmony 
Act. The 2011 presidential candidates, required by the Constitution to be 
non-partisan, were Tony Tan Keng Yam (former deputy prime minister and 
PAP chairman), Tan Cheng Bock (an outspoken former PAP backbencher), 
Tan Kin Lian (former PAP branch secretary and CEO of a major insurance 
cooperative), and Tan Jee Say (former top civil servant and member of the 
Singapore Democratic Party).1 

The political excitement of GE2011 continued into PE2011, which an 
assertive electorate took to be another occasion to pass judgment on PAP 
rule. Public discussions focused as much on the relative independence of 
the candidates from the PAP establishment, and the extent to which presi-
dential powers could perform an effective check on the government, as 
they did on the experience and qualifications of each candidate. Should 

1. Although they all share the Tan surname, the candidates were not related. Tan is one of the 
most common surnames in Singapore.
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the popularly elected president be able to represent the sentiments of the 
people and actively promote popular causes while engaging in government? 
Such questions, according to a dominant interpretation, reflected the elec-
torate’s confusion over the very specific, technical, and rather limited role 
of the president.

Winning 35.2% of the votes, Tony Tan was announced as president. Tan 
Cheng Bock followed with 34.85%, a difference of less than 1% but an indi-
cation that the electorate was not strongly against having a president with 
close ties to the PAP. 

Changes Following GE2011

Within two weeks of GE2011, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong announced 
a number of major changes to his cabinet. Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew 
and Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong (both former prime ministers) re-
signed, explaining that they wanted to make way for younger ministers to 
engage with a younger generation of Singaporeans. Lee was subsequently 
appointed senior advisor to the Government of Singapore Investment Cor-
poration (GIC). Goh, who accepted an honorary position as “emeritus se-
nior minister,” was appointed senior advisor to the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore (MAS). Ministers Wong Kan Seng (Home Affairs), Mah Bow 
Tan (National Development), and Raymond Lim (Transport) retired from 
cabinet. Among the new faces was Chan Chun Sing, the former chief of 
army, appointed acting minister for community development, youth, and 
sports. Chan was described by the Straits Times as a “frontrunner to become 
the next prime minister.”2

Shortly after announcing his new cabinet, Lee informed the public that 
he would appoint a committee to review politicians’ salaries. The formula, 
which pegged ministerial salaries to two-thirds of the income of the top 
four earners in six professions, had made Singapore government ministers 
by far the highest paid in the world. In 2010, for instance, an entry-level 
minister could earn an annual salary of S$ 1.58 million (US$1.3 million), 
while the prime minister earned S$ 3.07 million (US$2.45 million). In place 
since the mid-1990s, the policy has been a constant cause of discomfort 
among Singaporeans, particularly during periods of economic recession. In 
December 2011, the committee submitted its recommendation that featured 

2. “Faces of 2012: Chan Chun Sing––Next PM?” Straits Times, December 31, 2011.



TAN /  S INGAPORE IN 2011   •  223

a new formula pegging entry-level ministers’ salaries to the median income 
of the top 1,000 Singaporean earners, with a 40% public service “discount.” 
This would amount to a 51% cut for the president, a 37% cut for entry-level 
ministers, and a 36% cut for the prime minister, who—with a recommended 
salary of S$ 2.2 million (US$1.75 million)—would still remain the high-
est paid political leader in the world. After a three-day debate, Parliament 
accepted the committee’s proposals. Nevertheless, political salaries are very 
likely to remain a contentious issue for years to come. 

NEW FACTORS

The convergence of several factors may help to explain these political 
developments in 2011.

The Opposition

In GE2011, every constituency except Tanjong Pagar GRC was contested. 
The six contesting opposition parties were able to coordinate a candidate-
fielding strategy that transcended inter-party rivalry, limiting three-cornered 
fights to just one constituency. In previous elections, opposition parties had 
informally agreed among themselves to contest less than half the total number 
of seats in order to reassure the electorate that they could confidently vote for 
an opposition candidate without removing the PAP from government. The 
abandonment in GE2011 of this so-called “bi-election strategy” showed that 
the opposition parties were taking a more committed approach to forming 
an alternative government.

The opposition parties also seemed better able in 2011 to attract candidates 
whose credentials could match or even exceed those of PAP candidates. For 
instance, Chen Show Mao, part of WP’s Aljunied team, was a high-flying 
lawyer and international consultant with degrees from Harvard, Oxford, and 
Stanford. Tan Jee Say, a Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) candidate, had 
studied at Oxford on a prestigious scholarship from the Singapore govern-
ment and eventually rose to be principal private secretary to the prime min-
ister. In reality, though, there had always been well-credentialed opposition 
candidates. However, in the mainstream media, opposition candidates and 
politicians have been mainly portrayed as poorly qualified, inexperienced, 
and even cartoonish figures, lacking credibility and integrity. The rapid emer-
gence and popularity of alternative online media have curbed the power of 
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biased mainstream reporting to perpetuate negative myths about the political 
opposition.

Third, opposition candidates in GE2011 seemed especially adept at engag-
ing the electorate with political sensitivity and flair. PAP candidates, many 
of them technocrats, tended to give cold, matter-of-fact responses aimed 
at clarifying rather than reassuring and re-establishing trust. Nicole Seah, 
the National Solidarity Party’s (NSP) 24-year-old candidate, broke down 
in tears during a campaign rally when describing how the poor in Singa-
pore were treated. Contrasting with the typically clinical PAP government’s 
explanations for the inevitability of widening income gaps in global cities 
like Singapore, Seah’s gesture failed to provoke conventional criticisms of 
hysteria or hypocrisy. Instead, it strengthened her already attractive public 
image, contrasted at the other end of the spectrum with her 27-year-old PAP 
opponent, Tin Pei Ling, who was widely criticized as immature, insensitive, 
and superficial.

The Electorate

With nearly all seats contested, GE2011 activated a large proportion of 
eligible voters, many of whom were younger first-timers. This contributed 
to the general excitement surrounding the elections and the unprecedented 
attention given to issues that Singaporeans suddenly felt more able to 
influence. Younger Singaporeans were in the mood for political change, no 
doubt inspired to some degree by spectacular democracy movements in the 
rest of the world that were being reported in the news.

While the mainstream media continued to be the primary source of po-
litical information for Singaporeans, many also turned to online options for 
alternative news and commentary such as The Online Citizen, Temasek Review, 
and Yawning Bread. Online information and views were widely recirculated 
via social media platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter, as well as 
face-to-face chatter. Election advertising rules that had previously limited the 
use of new media for campaigns were relaxed in 2011. The Internet became an 
important extension of Singapore’s civil society, where intellectual leadership 
roles were taken up by articulate and charismatic netizens, who had fewer 
mainstream perspectives and were often supportive of opposition candidates. 
The impact of criticism was often creatively heightened by the effective use of 
parody, wit, and sarcasm. Pro-establishment—and in particular, pro-PAP—
supporters, on the other hand, often appeared stilted when they expressed 
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their views and objections online. Some PAP candidates, including ministers 
George Yeo and Khaw Boon Wan, seemed much more at ease and even 
effective in expressing themselves online. Others left very much to be desired. 

The PAP

One factor working against the PAP in GE2011 was the public perception 
of some of its candidates. Many Singaporeans, even PAP supporters, were 
unimpressed, for instance, with what they perceived to be the immaturity of 
Tin Pei Ling, who was very likely picked by the PAP because it had mistak-
enly thought her youth would resonate positively with the younger genera-
tion. Boasting about its leadership talent and insisting on inordinately high 
political salaries, while at the same time stumbling and issuing unpopular 
policies, the PAP enraged an articulate section of the electorate that could 
make its views sharply heard. 

Some of these mistakes, policies, or untoward events and trends included 
the escape in 2008 of a suspected terrorist from detention in Singapore; a 
series of flash floods since 2010; escalating public housing prices; and fare 
hikes, congestion, and rail disruptions within the public transport system. 
The city felt more crowded, as liberal immigration policies of the past decade 
increased the overall population by about one million. Although the 2011 
national budget distributed S$ 3.2 billion (US$2.52 billion) in one-off benefits 
to help households cope with inflation, it was hardly enough to narrow the 
income gap in a city with the world’s highest density of millionaire households 
as well as a disturbingly high Gini coefficient.

There has been an increasingly widespread perception of the government 
as being disconnected from the people, its policies resonating with the image 
of an elitist party out of touch with the needs of ordinary Singaporeans. A 
bullying style and a general reluctance to admit error and take responsibility 
for mistakes made it difficult for the government to gain the people’s trust. 
For instance, Lee Kuan Yew himself warned voters in Aljunied against voting 
for the opposition, saying otherwise they would have “five years to live and 
repent.”3 This typically heavy-handed statement went down very badly and 
was mocked in a variety of ways, prompting Lee Hsien Loong to take the 
unprecedented step of apologizing to the people for this as well as other 
missteps of the PAP government. 

3. Li Xueying, “Aljunied Battle Goes Down to the Wire,” ibid., May 7, 2011.
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A  NEW NORMAL?

While the PAP government has stepped up efforts to mitigate the problems of 
housing, transport, inflation, and immigration, it is hard to tell at this point 
whether the party will be able to reinvent itself and stay convincingly at the 
center of a more resilient dominant one-party state. With gloomy economic 
prospects for the coming years, the PAP will certainly try to manage any pressures 
for change and slow down any movement toward a new normal, where it may 
have to compete more equally with a stronger WP in a two-party system.


